
US, Japan and WWII 

 

I. The USA and Japan in the 1930s 

a. Weakening relationship since 1919 

i. Japan felt mistreated at the Paris Pease Conference 

ii. US passed the Immigration Act of 1924 that ended Japanese migration to the US 

1. Limited immigration from all nations but completely eliminated Asian 

immigration. 

2. "Japanese Exclusion Act" 

3. Japan considered it an act of national humiliation 

iii. Economic rivalry 

1. Japan's need for natural resources caused it to look towards China and 

Southeast Asia 

a. A threat to China's 'Open-Door policy' 

2. Manchurian Crisis increased tensions, but the US did not push for 

sanctions against Japan. 

3. 1937 Sino-Japanese war led the US to aid China, but not restrict trade to 

Japan. 

iv. USS Panay incident 

1. December '37, Japanese bombers sunk the USS Panay and three tankers 

from the Standard Oil Co, killing 2 and wounding 30 Americans. 

a. US Demanded an apology, payment and a guarantee that no 

other such incident would occur.  Japan paid. 

b. Roosevelt was criticized for the ships being in a 'warzone' in the 

first place; though no war was declared. 

c. No war, as there was no congressional support for such actions. 

d. It did cause anti-Japanese sentiments to rise. 

v. Japanese bombing of Civilian targets in China would begin a moral embargo 

1. US State department 'would not look favorably' on companies that sell 

planes being used to attack civilians. 

vi. The Greater East Asia Co-prosperity Sphere 

1. July 1940 a new, militaristic government moved to create a bloc of 

nations free from Western influence and ultimately under Japanese 

control and to provide living space for Japan's growing population. 

a. Following the fall of France and the Netherlands, Japan hoped 

to capitalize on the weakened Western colonial powers 

b. US retaliated with the Export Control Act of July 1940 

i. US could stop the export of basic war materials 

ii. Trade agreements with Japan were cancelled. 

vii. Three Powers (Tri-Partite) Pact 

1. September 1940: Germany, Italy and Japan 

a. Each nation would aid eachother in the event of a war with the 

USA 



viii. Russo-Japanese Non-Aggression Pact, April 1941 
1. Neutrality if the other party went to war 
2. Freed Japan up to push into South-East Asia (after an agreement with 

Vichy France) 
3. US responded by beefing up our Philippine force 
4. Japan takes French Indochina July 1941 
5. US cuts all oil, rubber and iron to Japan 
6. Japan froze all US assets in Japan 
7. Trade between the two nations ceased 
8. US closed the Panama Canal to Japanese shipping 

ix. US-Japanese negotiations 
1. Despite tensions, attempts at negotiations were made, with little 

progress being achieved. 
2. Japanese Aggression 

a. General Hideki Tojo became Japan's Premier in October 1941 
placing the military in firm control of the nation. 

b. Japan, needing oil planned to attack British Malaya and Dutch 
colonies in Southeast ASia 

i. Fearing attacks by both British and American navies, 
plans were made to knock out the US Pacific fleet at 
Pearl Harbor 

3. Operation Magic: US cryptographers who broke Japanese military and 
diplomatic codes in the 1920s.  US knew that Japan would cease 
negotiations by 25 November 

4. US Demanded Japan exit China, Japan agreed if US stopped aiding China 
AND ended trade embargo-No Agreement reached 

II. Pearl Harbor: Oahu, Hawaii.  Base of the US Pacific Fleet 
a. December 7, 1941 

i. Complete surprise achieved with 8:00 am attack 
ii. Simultaneous attacks on British Hong Kong, Singapore, Malaya and US Guam, 

Midway and Philippines 
b. Impact 

i. US Pacific Fleet crippled, but Aircraft carriers were out to sea at the time, and 
the narrow channel of the harbor was not blocked. 

ii. US (and UK) Declared war on Japan on 8 December 1941 
1. Italy and Germany declared war on the US 

III. The USA and the Pacific War 
i. Naval Battles: 2 1942 naval battles damaged the Japanese fleet and gave the US 

an advantage in the Pacific 
ii. Battle of the Coral Sea, May 1942 

1. First battle where two navies never actually saw each other 
2. Japan lost two aircraft carriers to one US carrier 
3. Japan advance towards Australia stopped 

iii. Battle of Midway, June 1942 



1. US decoded Japanese radio messages so they were prepared for a 
Japanese advance on Midway island 

2. Japan lost 4 carriers and 50% of its fleet. US lost one. 
a. Japan couldn't keep pace with the US in terms of replacing ships 

and training pilots. 
iv. Island Hopping 

1. US strategy of moving from island to island using each one gained as a 
base to capture the next. 

2. With the capture of Iwo Jima and Okinawa, the US could increase air 
raids on Japan 

a. Operation Meetinghouse, 9 March 45, 80,000 people died on a 
raid on Tokyo 

3. Japan defeated in the air and sea, but refused an unconditional 
surrender. 

v. Truman and the atomic bomb 
1. According to the Yalta Conference timeline, Truman knew the USSR 

would declare war on Japan on 8 August 
2. Military advisors warned that the US needed to invade Japan 

a. cost of hundreds of thousands of soldiers and civilians 
3. Truman's options 

a. Invade Japan (Operation Downfall) 
b. Negotiate surrender on mutually agreeable terms 
c. Assume USSR's entry would lead to Japanese surrender 
d. Demonstrate the bomb over Tokyo Bay 
e. Use the bomb to immediately end the war. 

4. Potsdam Warning: Japan unconditionally surrender or face 'prompt and 
utter destruction' 

5. August 6: Hiroshima.  70,000 killed.  Japan did not surrender 
6. August 9: Nagasaki. 40,000 killed  
7. August 14: Japan surrendered 

b. Reasons for US Victory 
i. US production advantage, workforce, and resources 

1. US air raids crippled Japanese production 
2. After Pearl Harbor, the US built 325,000 aircraft; Japanese 79,000 
3. Island hopping campaign kept Japanese troops occupied 
4. Incendiary bombs crippled Japanese cities 


